For personal use. Only reproduce with permission from The Lancet Publishing Group. S erenaded by ministers from around the world for placing health firmly on the political map, Gro Harlem Brundtland made her exit from the World Health Assembly (WHA) stage, saying she was confident that WHO was "stronger and better prepared to rise to new global challenges".
As he was confirmed as the new director-general of the UN health agency, South Korea's Jong-Wook Lee signalled the end of an era. The communicable diseases expert and former head of Stop TB indicated that he would emphasise practical action on the ground rather than visionary worldwide health statemanship.
"The key to WHO's work in the coming years will be a new commitment to results at country level", Lee said in his acceptance speech to the WHA. "5 years from now, our operations will be significantly more focused in countries. We will be closer to the ground, working more intensively with national health authorities to respond to their priority health goals. We will focus on achievable objectives in areas where WHO can provide skills and resources", he said.
As an example of WHO at its best, Lee cited the example of Carlo Urbani, the WHO specialist who treated the earliest cases of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in Hanoi and helped mobilise the international community against the disease before succumbing to the infection on March 29 (see Lancet 2003; 361: 1481).
He recalled that shortly before Urbani became ill, his wife worried about the danger. In the presence of Urbani's wife-Giuliana Chiorrini-Lee related the reply: "If I cannot work in such situations, what am I here for-answering emails and pushing paper?" "Carlo Urbani has given us WHO at its best-not pushing paper, but pushing back the assault of poverty and disease", said Lee.
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